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Polar Bear Viewing Guidelines on the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, Alaska 
 
 
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (Refuge) lands and waters (see map, Appendix 5) provide habitat 
important to polar bears for denning, feeding, resting, and seasonal movements. With increasing numbers 
of people interested in viewing polar bears in Alaska, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) has 
developed Polar Bear Viewing Guidelines (Guidelines) for visitors to the Refuge who are seeking 
opportunities to observe polar bears. These Guidelines are intended to insure that polar bears are not 
disturbed, so that opportunities for the public to enjoy, observe, and photograph these bears in the wild 
can continue. Whether viewing polar bears independently, or with a guide, it is each individual’s 
responsibility to insure that their activities around polar bears are safe and remain lawful. These 
guidelines will help you understand your legal requirements and your stewardship obligations 
while viewing polar bears. If you are planning activities other than polar bear viewing whereby you may 
unintentionally encounter polar bears, please contact the Refuge for specific safety guidance. 
      
 
What does “Protected Status” of polar bears mean? 
 
Polar bears are protected wherever they occur in the United States under both the Marine Mammal 
Protection Act of 1972 (MMPA) and the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA). The recent listing of 
polar bears as threatened under the ESA does not alter the existing MMPA requirements. Both laws 
prohibit take of polar bears, with few exceptions.  
 
Under the MMPA, take is defined as “to harass, hunt, capture, or kill, or attempt to harass, hunt, capture 
or kill” any marine mammal, including polar bears. Harassment is divided into two categories: 1) Level A 
harassment, which is defined as “any act of pursuit, torment, or annoyance which has the potential to 
injure a marine mammal or marine mammal stock in the wild;” and 2) Level B harassment, which is 
defined as “any act of pursuit, torment, or annoyance which has the potential to disturb a marine mammal 
or marine mammal stock in the wild by causing disruption of behavioral patterns, including, but not 
limited to, migration, breathing, nursing, breeding, feeding, or sheltering.”    
 
In general, disturbing polar bears is illegal. Any change in a polar bear’s natural behavior as a 
result of your presence (including any attempt to feed a polar bear) can be considered an illegal 
disturbance. A few exceptions exist within the MMPA, such as permitted commercial and educational 
photography (for Level B harassment only), permitted scientific research, subsistence purposes, 
authorized harassment (deterrence) by Federal agents or their appointees for public safety, and defense of 
life.  
 
 
What general activities are allowed near polar bears? 
 
General recreational viewing. It is legal to view and photograph polar bears for recreational 
purposes; it is illegal to disturb them. If you encounter polar bears and your viewing activities are 
conducted in a manner that does not result in a change to their natural behavior, the viewing activity is 
legal. Any change in the animal’s natural behavior as a result of your presence can be considered 
harassment and, unless specifically authorized, is not legal, whether your viewing is commercially-guided 
or independent.  
 
Commercially-led viewing. You are not required to use a guide to view polar bears on Refuge lands. 
However, encounters with polar bears can be dangerous, and using a guide for viewing polar bears on 
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Refuge lands and waters can provide local knowledge which may benefit your experience and safety. If 
you wish to view polar bears with a guide, be sure that any guide service you use has a special use 
permit for conducting commercial activities on Refuge lands or waters.   
 
Business owners wishing to conduct guided polar bear viewing on Refuge lands and waters in 2010 must 
apply for a permit before April 15, 2010. Those who wish to operate in winter and spring of 2011 should 
apply October 1 to November 30, 2010.   Permits must be renewed annually. Additional information may 
be obtained from:  

 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

Arctic National Wildlife Refuge 
101 12th Avenue, Room 236 

Fairbanks, AK 99701 
Toll Free Tel. 1-800-362-4546 
Contact: Jennifer Reed (ext. 3) 

Web site: http://arctic.fws.gov/permits.htm 
    
Commercial or educational photography. Photographing and filming polar bears for educational or 
commercial purposes is allowed provided all required permits are in place in advance of the activity. 
If you intend to conduct this activity, please contact the Refuge (contact information above) well in 
advance (at least 45 days) to discuss whether you will need a Special Use Permit for commercial 
operations issued by the Refuge. In addition, when photography or filming has the potential to disturb 
polar bears, a photography permit issued by the FWS Division of Management Authority (DMA) is 
required. Please contact DMA (contact information below) to discuss whether your activities will require 
a photography permit. You should allow for a minimum of three months for DMA to process your permit 
application. If photography or filming can be done in a way that the animals remain unaware of the 
photographer, then DMA will likely conclude that a photography permit for Level B harassment will not 
be required. Permit information can be obtained from:   

 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

Division of Management Authority 
4401 W. Fairfax Drive, Room 212 

Arlington, Virginia  22203 
Toll Free Tel. 1-800-358-2104 

Contact:  Monica Farris (ext. 2378) 
 
 
In addition to Federal permits, you may also be required to obtain a permit for commercial photography 
and filming on City of Kaktovik property (City of Kaktovik Ordinance No. 10-01). Permit information for 
this activity can be obtained from: 
 

City of Kaktovik 
Anne Tikluk, Mayor 

P.O. Box 27 
Kaktovik, AK 99747 

907-640-6313 
 
 
 
 
 



Rev. 6/2011 Page 3 

When and where can I see polar bears? 
 
Polar bear distribution in Alaska. Polar bears can be found in the Bering, Chukchi, and Beaufort seas 
and the adjacent coastline during any time of the year, including the northern portions of the Arctic 
Refuge. Generally, polar bears are distributed in association with ice-covered marine waters during most 
of the year; they use the ice as a platform for seasonal movements, hunting, feeding, resting, and denning. 
Polar bears may use terrestrial habitats of the Arctic Refuge to rest, travel, or feed between July and 
October when sea ice recedes from the coast; and between October and April to travel or den. On land, 
polar bears are most likely to be encountered within about 25 miles of the coastline; sightings further 
inland are rare but do occur.  
 
Viewing opportunities. Public lands and waters along Alaska’s northern and northwestern coast are 
remote and their access usually requires careful (expedition-style) planning. There is no guarantee that 
polar bears will be present when you seek to view them since their distribution and use of coastal habitat 
varies. 
  
Please be aware that the Arctic Refuge encompasses the traditional homeland of the Inupiat people of 
Kaktovik and perpetuates opportunities for their continuing traditional subsistence uses. The village of 
Kaktovik is located on Barter Island which serves as the primary commercial access point for visitors 
traveling to the northeastern region of the Arctic Slope and the Beaufort Sea coast. This coastal 
community consists of about 300 residents, primarily Alaska Natives, and has limited facilities available 
for visitors. Fall is an important time for subsistence whaling in Kaktovik, which coincides with the 
occurrence of polar bears in high densities along the Beaufort Sea coast. If you choose to visit Kaktovik, 
be as self sufficient as possible by educating yourself about local resources before your arrival (Appendix 
4). Seek guidance from local residents about how to least impact the community’s routine subsistence 
activities (Appendix 6). Be respectful of local community activities and the rights of local citizens to 
privacy while you visit their community.  
 
Nearly all lands in the vicinity of the Kaktovik Townsite are either privately owned by the Kaktovik 
Inupiat Corporation, or privately-owned parcels, or are military reserve lands. Entry onto non-Refuge 
lands is only allowed with prior approval from the appropriate landowner. It is the visitor’s responsibility 
to learn about land status and receive prior approval before entering non-Refuge lands (Appendices 1, 5).  
Private lands probably will not be marked with signs, but maps depicting the Refuge boundary and 
private lands within the Refuge boundary are available at: http://arctic.fws.gov/nonrefugelands.htm. 
Please be respectful of these private land rights. 
  
 
How should I behave around polar bears? 
 
The continued opportunity for recreational polar bear viewing depends on proper human conduct 
which avoids bear-human interactions.      
 
Safety. Anyone engaged in polar bear viewing is encouraged to become familiar with bear safety 
information prior to conducting such activities. Always remember that polar bears are wild animals: even 
though individual bears can demonstrate tolerance for human activity, they can respond dangerously at 
any given time. Polar bears are naturally curious and potentially predatory. These characteristics are 
factors that increase risk to humans. Polar bears spending extended periods of time on land without an 
adequate food source may be nutritionally stressed and, therefore, may be more dangerous. Your choice 
to be in proximity to these animals is potentially a hazardous activity.   
 

http://arctic.fws.gov/nonrefugelands.htm


Rev. 6/2011 Page 4 

Appendix 2 provides information regarding safety around polar bears. We recommend that you or your 
guide have a polar bear safety plan in place that addresses issues such as what communication/emergency 
procedures will be used if unforeseen circumstances arise or an injury occurs. All members of a viewing 
party should be familiar with recommended viewing practices described herein and your group’s safety 
plan before embarking to view polar bears. We also recommend that the DVD “Polar Bears: a Guide to 

Safety” is viewed by everyone planning to view polar bears prior to embarking.  For information about 
how to obtain this DVD please contact FWS staff listed in Appendix 1. 
 
Laws and ordinances. People engaged in polar bear viewing are responsible for ensuring that their 
activities do not disturb polar bears. Groups (whether lead by commercial guides or independent visitors) 
should be familiar with polar bear habitat use and behavior, as well as Federal conservation laws and 
recommendations applicable to polar bears (described herein), and site-specific rules. For example, 
visitors viewing bears on private or other non-Refuge lands around Kaktovik may need to follow local 
governmental or private land owner requirements (available from Kaktovik contacts, Appendix 1), such 
as being accompanied by a local guide to view bears. 
  
Distance. Insure that your actions do not cause a change in a polar bear’s behavior. The best way to 
accomplish this is to avoid close encounters. Polar bears must be allowed to continue to do, unhindered, 
whatever they were doing before your arrival. The closer you are, the more likely you are to cause 
disturbance or have interactions with bears. Be aware that the distance at which bears tolerate humans 
varies by individual bear, and may also be affected by other factors such as type of conveyance (boat, 
ATV, truck, on foot), rate of speed of approach or departure, and presence or absence of noise, light, 
scents or other sensory stimuli. A distance that initially seems fine may suddenly become too close for the 
bear’s comfort when additional stimuli (like an abrupt noise or the arrival of another bear) are added to 
the viewing scenario. Respect bears’ “personal space” – insure that you don’t crowd or displace 
bears by self-monitoring your distance from the bear.       
 
Viewing location and method. Viewing polar bears on foot is not recommended. Viewing bears from 
fixed locations (observation posts) at consistent times reduces overall stress to polar bears by making 
human behavior more predictable, and is appropriate for situations where guides, visitors, or residents 
repeatedly visit a viewing area, such as along barrier islands or at whale carcass remains near Kaktovik. 
Stay with your vehicle or boat to make the group more predictable to the bears. Polar bears have a keen 
sense of smell; therefore, observation posts located downwind from where bears occur would be most 
effective in avoiding their disturbance. Choosing a location for your observation post that is in the open 
will allow bears to avoid you, and avoid surprise encounters. Aerial polar bear viewing involving low 
level flights or circling causing disturbance is illegal. 
 
Time of day. Polar bears are typically most active during dusk, night, or dawn hours when visibility may 
be limited. Be aware of your surroundings, especially during limited visibility. Use extra caution while 
viewing in low-light and consider viewing only during daylight hours for increased safety. 
 
Familiarity with bear behavior. Polar bears that are foraging, nursing, swimming, playing, resting, or  traveling 
in an uninterrupted manner are probably behaving naturally. Be aware that since animals’ reactions will vary, 
all bears in an area must be carefully observed at all times during viewing in order to insure they continue to 
behave naturally. Be aware that viewing family groups (mothers with cubs) requires special consideration 
because of: 1) the highly protective nature of the mother; 2) the curious behavior of cubs (which may cause a 
defensive reaction by the mother when cubs approach humans); and 3) the increased nutritional demands of 
growing bears. Learn to recognize and respect wildlife alarm signals. Polar bears that stop what they are 
doing to turn their head or sniff the air in your direction may have become aware of your presence. Visitors 
should leave the vicinity if you see signs of disturbance. Signs of disturbance include:   

 Behavioral reactions such as a pursed lip, lowered head with ears flat back or directly forward, looking 
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directly at you; 
 vocalizations such as huffing, hissing, growling, or chomping; 
 Rapid changes in direction or speed of movement (running away from, or toward you).  

 
Attractants. It is illegal to attempt to attract polar bears through the use of food, scents, or other 
attractants. When bears learn to associate humans or human activities with food, they have become “food-
conditioned.” Bears can become food-conditioned quite quickly, even after one instance of obtaining 
human-related food or garbage. Food-conditioned bears are more likely to negatively interact with people, 
as they move through their home ranges and interact with other people, whether it is in hunting and 
fishing camps; or near cars, trucks, and snow machines; or at private cabins, etc. This behavior is often 
independent of where the food-conditioning first occurred. Allowing a bear to obtain human-associated 
food may increase the risk of the bear injuring people and may eventually lead to the bear’s death.    

 
Viewing practices. The following actions will help ensure that bears remain undisturbed during viewing:      

 Always conduct your viewing in a manner that does not attract bears or require you to defend yourself 
or your group; 

 Before viewing, plan on how your group will respond to encounters in which bears exhibit curious, 
nervous, threatened, or aggressive behavior, should they unexpectedly occur; 

 Approach and depart from viewing areas using the same route, proceeding slowly, and using 
minimal lights and noise; 

 Do not attempt to herd, follow, or chase a polar bear; 
 During viewing, all members of group should be asked to remain vigilant for bears at all times and not 

simply rely on their guides; 
 Stay as a group; do not leave (or lean out of) boats or vehicles while in close proximity to bears; 
 Avoid noisy conversation and movements during viewing; 
 Avoid carrying food with you or smelling like food during viewing; 
 Do not mimic a bear’s vocalizations to attract it closer or in response to an aggressive bear; 
 Do not attempt to touch or feed a polar bear to attract it closer; 
 Do not separate a mother from her cubs; and 
 Do not allow a bear to make physical contact with you or your boat or vehicle. Bears that are allowed 

to make contact with people without being scared off may lose their natural sense of fear that could 
lead to increased aggression during future encounters. If contact occurs, make noise to scare the bear 
off, e.g., by revving engine or sounding a horn; use the minimum amount of noise or action necessary 
to stop the bear’s behavior. If contact occurs repeatedly, move to a different location or leave the area, 
then report the incident to one of the FWS contacts identified in Appendix 1.  

 
 
What else should I take into consideration? 
 

Swimming bears. Polar bears are marine mammals and ocean waters are a significant part of their habitat. 
It is common to see bears in water. It is illegal to restrict movements of swimming bears.    

 If viewing from a boat, do not block the path in which the bear is travelling. If the bear is passing, 
put the engine in neutral to allow the bear to pass;  

 Do not approach, encircle, or trap a swimming bear between boats; do not pursue a swimming 
bear; 

 Do not separate a swimming mother from her cubs; and 
 If approached by a swimming bear, move the boat away to minimize interactions; if the bear 

persists, leave the area while avoiding sudden use of the throttle. 
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Denning bears. Pregnant females spend October to late March or April in winter dens. On land, these 
maternal dens can be located in snow drifts that form along coastal bluffs and river drainages. Temporary 
shelter dens dug into snow are also used by resting polar bears and may be encountered throughout the 
year. Because of the high potential for maternal den disturbance and risk of den abandonment and cub 
death, viewing of polar bears within maternal denning habitat is not recommended. If you cannot 
avoid travelling in areas of potential denning:    

 Travel away from the edge of  bluffs and avoid crossing large snow drifts formed along bluffs;  
 Be aware of bear signs such as tracks and holes in snowdrifts; and 
 If you find yourself near a den, immediately retreat to a distance of at least one mile.   

 

Resting, sick, injured, or dead bears. It is not uncommon for bears to rest without moving for days after 
completing long-distance swims; it is illegal to disturb them. Stay away from abandoned or sick wildlife 
and report such incidents to FWS at 1-800-362-5148. Depending on the situation, you may be asked to 
voluntarily provide information or collect samples from a dead bear (Appendix 3). 
 
Thank you for working with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to conserve polar bears and their 
habitat for the benefit and enjoyment of today’s and future generations.  
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Appendix 1.  Contacts for Additional Information on Laws, Regulations, and Resources 
 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge 
Jennifer Reed, Visitor Services Coordinator   
101 12th Avenue, Room 236 
Fairbanks, AK 99701 
Tel. 1-800-362-4546 
 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  
Marine Mammals Management 
Susi Miller, Polar Bear Biologist 
Craig Perham, Polar Bear Biologist 
1011 E. Tudor Road MS 341 
Anchorage, AK  99503 
1-800-362-5148 
 
Native Village of Kaktovik  
Fenton Rexford, Tribal Administrator 
P.O. Box 130 
Kaktovik, AK  99747 
907-640-2042 
 
Kaktovik Inupiat Corporation 
Nathan Gordon, President 
P.O. Box 73 
4089 Hula Hula Avenue 
Kaktovik, AK 99747 
907-640-6120 
 
City of Kaktovik 
Anne Tikluk, Mayor 
P.O. Box 27 
Kaktovik, AK 99747 
907-640-6313 
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Appendix 2.  Polar Bears and Humans: Safety Guidelines Fact Sheet 
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Appendix 2, continued 
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Appendix 3.  If You Find a Dead Bear Fact Sheet 
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Appendix 4.  Kaktovik Visitor Information Pamphlet 
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Appendix 4, continued 
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Appendix 5. Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, Alaska: Barter Island and Vicinity, Refuge 

Areas Administered by USFWS, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 7 Division of Realty 
Map 
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Appendix 6. Kaktovik Guidelines for Community Visitors (reformatted for inclusion here) 
 

 
 



Rev. 6/2011 Page 15 

Appendix 6, continued 
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Notes: 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 




